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did not stay through to the tenure review. 
Given that the gender balance is so much 
better at the tenure-track level in these 
divisions, that’s unfortunate.” In contrast, 
she noted that junior-faculty members 
within the sciences division and School of 
Engineering and Applied Sciences (SEAS) 
for the most part remained at Harvard and 
gained tenure. 

The “pipeline” data—the proportion 
of doctorates being awarded to women—
largely align with the representation of 
women among assistant professors in arts 
and humanities and SEAS. But in social sci-
ences and in science, the female junior-fac- 

ulty representation is well below the share 
of doctoral degrees women are earning.

Looking at individual units within so-
cial sciences, the history department’s 
junior appointments in the past half-
decade track well compared to the share 
of doctorates earned by women, but the 
large government and economics depart-
ments have lagged behind. In the arts and 
humanities, within both English and phi-
losophy, tenure-track women were signif-
icantly underrepresented compared to the 
pipelines for each field. In fact, in those 
four departments, Harvard ranked nearly 
at the bottom (or absolutely so) among 

peer institutions’ departments in junior-
faculty gender balance.

What accounts for the loss of junior-
faculty appointees in some fields but not 
others, and for the highlighted depart-
ments’ weak relative standing on this 
measure of diversity?

In a subsequent conversation at her 
office in the Biological Labs complex, 
Kramer outlined several factors that may 
explain some of the differences. In the sci-
ences, she noted, individual faculty mem-
bers are rooted by their facilities (it is not 
unusual to spend $1 million to fit up the 
space and equipment for a new appointee) 
and their research teams of postdocs and 
graduate students. Both the junior fac-
ulty and the schools make their decisions 
about an appointment carefully, in light 
of these costs, and both are loath to have a 
performing faculty member depart. These 
frictional forces are much less significant 
in the humanities and social sciences.

Moreover, Kramer pointed out, the 
research record for scientists and engi-
neers—who typically serve as postdocs 
for some years before their first faculty po-
sition—is gradual and accretive (in a se-
ries of published papers), and typically far 
more extensive than that of a young schol-
ar in humanities (where a single book may 
take years to prepare). The social scien-
tists publish more papers, but their track 
records, too, are shorter than the scien-
tists’, and they are being evaluated earlier.

There are also sharp differences in job 
markets. In science-related fields, Kramer 
said, a good young researcher can pick 
among multiple offers. In humanities and 
social sciences, there are far more candi-
dates than job openings, so prospective 
faculty members have a strong incentive 
to accept Harvard’s offer—and then, even 
as associates (who are not tenured at Har-
vard), to accept recruitment to tenured 
positions at other institutions. To the ex-
tent that Harvard loses these people,  it is 
writing down a long investment (perhaps 
two years for a search and recruiting, and 
six years of assistant and associate profes-
sorship) to zero.

The result, Kramer said, is a sort of self-
fullfilling prophecy: “Departments with a 
functional tenure track have much more 
success in recruiting, retention, and te-
nuring.” Those with no record of internal 
promotion to tenure have less success in 
persuading their junior members to wait 

retiring from the ranks

of the 176 senior professors in the Fac-
ulty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) and four 
professional schools who were offered a 
retirement program in December 2009, 
46—or 26 percent—have enrolled. 

FAS had the greatest stake in the re-
tirement program: 127 of its approxi-
mately 720 faculty members met the 
criteria (age 65 by September 1, and at 
least 10 years of Harvard service). The 
program allowed them to choose to re-
tire after one, two, or four years, with 
various teaching and service require-
ments during those periods and com-
mensurately stepped-down salaries (but 
with pension contributions intact). Thir-
ty-two FAS professors accepted the of-
fers—25 percent of those eligible. Four-
teen of 49 eligible faculty members in 
the schools of divinity, education, medi-
cine, and public health decided to partic-
ipate. The results of their decisions were 
published on November 15 in the 2010 
annual report of the senior vice provost 
for faculty development and diversity.

During the past five years, according 
to Nina Zipser, dean for faculty affairs 
and planning within FAS, an average of 
seven FAS professors have retired annu-
ally: a bit less than 1 percent of the total 
population. (Under the retirement pro-
gram, that rate will tick up to about 10 
annually.)

Senior vice provost Judith D. Singer 
noted that the program was experimen-
tal: since the legal abolition of mandatory 
retirement for professors in 1994, only 
the Business School has offered a regular 
retirement program for faculty. Given the 

response to this pilot offering, FAS and 
the divinity and public-health schools have 
already made plans to unveil continuing 
retirement programs for their professors, 
beginning in December 2010. (FAS’s pro-
gram, unveiled December 1 and available 
“for the foreseeable future,” offers pro-
fessors aged 65 to 72 two- and four-year 
phased retirement options. Older faculty 
members can avail themselves of a half-
time transition to retirement.)

Singer noted that the median age of 
those who accepted a retirement op-
tion was 70, and that those who enrolled 
primarily chose the longer-term plans: 
more than half elected the two-year 
path, and another one-third selected the 
four-year path. The self-selection, she 
said, was “good for the faculty and good 
for the institution.”

Her annual report notes that 40 of 
the 46 participants (87 percent) are 
white males, four are white women, and 
two are minorities—proportions rough-
ly equal to the demographic composi-
tion of tenured professors in the eligible 
age cohort. 

The retirements thus may have some 
small effect on the affected faculties’ di-
versity. During the past academic year, 
the annual report says, Harvard hired 64 
new faculty members externally: 44 as-
sistant professors, 7 associate professors, 
and 13 full professors. Of that cohort, 
Singer said, 30 are white males (47 per-
cent), 22 are women, and 21 are mem-
bers of identified minorities (4 blacks, 4 
Latinos, 12 Asians, and one dual-counted 
under current standards)—clearly, more 
diverse than the retirees. But not all will 
win tenure.
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